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The question about rules
One of the meanings of "academicism" refers to sho-
wing rigorous obedience to a set of rules established in
professional practise, rules that are considered objecti-
ve, significant for the willingness of an individual and
which are placed and kept in the hands of academia.
This submission has been the principle according to
which members of the academia have gradually perfec-
ted the system of regulations. One conscious and
voluntary expression of this contribution have been
treatises - on architecture, on music, and so on - in
which their authors explicitly made principals belon-
ging to the subject, that were largely tacit. By making
them explicit, the writers of these treatises revealed
what was latent in culture: they were not creating
(even if they did create) but rather, in want of a better
word, they were uncovering.
The past tense that has been used to make the pre-
vious statements is but a symptom of how difficult it
can be nowadays to accept academicism positively.
That submissive attitude to academic rules tends to be
considered now as a source of stagnation in cultural,
scientific or artistic production, and it has given slight-
ly pejorative connotations to the term "academicism"
and therefore, this concept has fallen into obsoles-
cence. Most of these pejorative connotations and the
objective weakening of shared rules -in the field of art
more than in the field of science - have meant that the
historic model of academicism has become an image of
the past.
This phenomenon can be seen very clearly in design
and architecture. The rhetorical ruptures that have been
taking place have lead to the generalised conviction that
any kind of regulations in this field have become dis-
solved. Furthermore, this idea has been reinforced by
the fact that the canons of most of the great cultural
fields, i.e. plastic arts, music and theatre have been
repeatedly replaced. Constant code modifications must
have been experienced en masse by at least three gener-
ations of westerners in more than one area of culture.
Most people will have witnessed more than once how
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new languages have appeared, spread, withered and
finally disappeared without a trace.
Underlying these processes in the world of culture,
there is another phenomenon that has been backing
them up in a more subtle and forceful way: fast-moving
technological innovations, which do not only provide
means but also arguments favouring discontinuity.
Technology provides unprecedented resources for for-
mal change, but also offers pre-symbolic actions, " infra-
structures", that endorse the pertinence and legitimacy
of formal changes by analogy, and which generate per-
manent modifications in behaviour, incorporating the
principles of rupture and innovation into the cultural
subject as a natural result. By the end of the 20th centu-
ry, a real culture of instability had crystallised.
As a result of this, it seems logical to ask questions
that our ancestors would have never been able to: do
rules in cultural production exist? When we produce a
cultural asset, do we act randomly o to we adhere to a
set of rules that regulate our product and our way of
producing it? And, in the case we are dealing with, are
there rules for design and architecture?
In a survey carried out by the magazine Temes de
Disseny (no. 8, April 1993) the first of these three ques-
tions the people surveyed were asked clearly defined
these problems, being "what are the aesthetic referents
designers today should resort to [...]: traditional Fine
Arts, mass culture, new aesthetics, etc.?" In a way, the
article in question aimed to elaborate on the answer to
this question that was given at that time.
Implicit rule and conscious regulation
Any cultural asset, whether material or immaterial, is
precisely so because it bears a feeling that is shared by
the whole community, a meaning of social scope. Like-
wise, it is easy to understand that there can be no mea-
ning without a certain degree of coding that will allow
it to be registered. Therefore, to live, enjoy or unders-
tand culture, we activate a complex set of paradigms or
codes. In other words, there are rules in culture, and
culture itself is a system of rules.
Such rules bring together every level of human expe-
rience, i.e. biological, psychological, ergonomic levels,
and so on. What is cultural is not a sphere or a field but
rather one universal dimension that pervades every level
of social life. Thus, in certain discursive contexts,
"culture" has become a synonym of diverse community.
Environment - the first and deepest material mark
of human life - is the most complete and universal
expression of a community's cultural hub, as it reflects
and induces the system of physical and symbolic rela-
tions between individuals themselves and of individuals
with their surroundings. This makes up the repertoire
and basic system of material culture. Therefore, the
rules that regulate the sense of environment are cultur-
al in the most profound and radical sense of the word,
that is, in each of its features, environment synthesises
every partial and specific level of human experience.
Hence the ingenuousness of any reductionist approach
in the theories of environment or architecture: func-
tionalisms, technologicisms, economicisms and aes-
theticisms are but insufficient partial representations
that, by seeking one unique principle, only end up los-
ing touch with their real object, which, ingenuously,
they aspire to understand and whose production they
aspire to regulate.
The ideologies of design and architecture have
repeatedly been subject to this type of simplification. If
ideologists of design had paid closer attention to the
theories of culture, they would never have written such
naiveties of the following calibre: "form follows func-
tion" or "useful is beautiful". Without a doubt, these
kinds of statements have made it possible to reveal and
legitimise once again forgotten dimensions of the
object of design and encourage alternative attitudes,
i.e. they were instructions of action. On the other
hand, however, they have given rise to mistakes and
dogmas that have done nothing but impoverish aware-
ness and cultural work.
Discourse on the environment is the product of the
concrete experience of the society that inhabits it and
thus it is independent of the willingness of material
authors and does not necessarily coincide with their
symbolic intentions. The rules that regulate the sense of
environment are independent of the rules that designers
apply upon designing it and of the rules they claim to
apply (which is another thing altogether). They are also
independent of the ideological constructions upon
which authors base their rules and work. This lack of
agreement is not, by any means, erroneous, but rather a
structural situation, as they are discourses of a different
nature and function.
A true theory of environment must include in its
object of analysis both the physical reality as well as all
the discourses and representation forms of its methods
of production, distribution and consumption, given
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that in the same way as we are unable to understand
society from the ideas its members have of it, we cannot
understand environment from what its builders, or even
its users, think of it.
Rule, style and time
When we talk of style, we are generally referring to
pure formal language, that is, a set of morphological
and syntactical recurrences that go beyond an indivi-
dual action and establish themselves as the regulating
principle of cultural production and as the generator of
the unity and coherence of its discourse.
However, this characterisation is incomplete. On the
one hand, style cannot be reduced to mere formal rhet-
oric because it constitutes the rule that formulates every
level that is present in a piece of work - synthesis of
what is symbolic, aesthetic, useful, technical, and so
forth -, establishing its stable method of reciprocal
influence.
On the other hand, style does not only regulate the
cultural product or object, but also the way it is linked
with subject use. Style is what shapes a cultural sub-
ject. We cannot separate the formal characteristics of
a particular architectural style from the respective
behavioural system of its users. In Playtime, one of
Jacques Tati's most successful pieces of work, the
author demonstrates the invisible ties between archi-
tecture and behaviour, brilliantly caricaturing the
faulty relation between rationalist architecture and the
real use people make of it, showing how irrational
abstraction is in architecture. As far as all architectur-
al use supposes a system of socially integrated reflec-
tions, all architectural language is both of the object
and the subject.
In order to understand the cultural importance of
the concept of "style", it is advisable to bear in mente
that it is a social, transindividual action that is not
reduced to formal aesthetics or rhetoric nor limited to
regulate the work, but also its relation with the cultur-
al subject. Style is the regulating mechanism of the sense
of a cultural action, that is, the discourse of the object
and the representations and behaviour of the subject.
From this approach, the concept of style is dissolved
into the concept of culture itself, becoming something
similar to the rhetoric dimension of the latter. Style is
the aspect of the cultural action that makes it natural,
in other words, plausible. Therefore, it appears wher-
ever there is a stable expression of culture, starting from
the ideolect of small groups through to the conventions
of society as a group, from fashion through to the sta-
ble style of a particular period.
We can refer to "the style of a period" insofar as
style goes beyond a particular environment and is
spread as a generalised rule of culture, or at least if it is
accepted as such by the social sectors at the head of cul-
tural production who are responsible for enforcing it as
a model to society as a whole.
By means of their solidarity - and thus, compatibil-
ity -, members of a culturally diverse community cre-
ate a contemporary expression of their cultural identi-
ty. By the same token, every member of society merely
acts out every particular production from the code of
their period. This tacit solidarity amongst cultural
actors, this profound and prolonged obedience
towards the rules of style that gives it consistency and
tenacity originates in the power of style as a sine qua
non for sense. The same as language, style is a conven-
tion that ought to be followed by everyone, and for
this reason, time and style have gradually become a
sign of the other.
The style of a period emerges as a result of the huge
amount of teamwork carried out by society as a whole
under the guidance of its leaders. The Baroque period -
an example of all examples - developed a truly interna-
tional style with national versions and expressions in
almost all of its art forms, customs and codes of con-
duct. With the style of a period, the rules of art and the
principles of culture reach their highest level of agree-
ment. Besides some exceptions, authors have very little
margin of error in their work, and thus, success is prac-
tically inevitable. Style, as an internalised code of a cul-
tural community at a particular time, takes on the char-
acter of an objective system, as natural as language
itself... and its conscious control practically becomes a
science in itself.
Style, evolution and rupture
An old treatise on the history of European furni ture
ended with a double unfolding page that contained a
synoptic chart with the following prosaic yet suggestive
title: The evolution of the leg over time. It showed typi-
cal chair or table legs of each style in chronological
order; the chart was thus an empirical document of
invaluable theoretical significance.
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Each unit summarised the quintessence of the corre-
sponding style: the set of the most stable and basic
styles. The leg acted as the synecdoche of the system
and as the paradigm of all the legs of a particular peri-
od, thus marking the synchronic unit of style. The suc-
cession of legs, however, showed "evolution over time",
a process marked by changes in the way fixed or typical
components were treated (upper support, shaft and
lower support), playing with change-continuity. Succes-
sion thus represented the diachronic variation of style.
In other words, the evolution of style is the constant
change of typical elements that are modified - some to
the point of disappearing - without causing fractures:
typical elements are not substituted all at the same time.
It is an organic process by means of which the hinges
and articulations are preserved between one stage and
the next, given that there is always something that
remains unchanged.
According to Abraham Moles, in every period there
were always buttons on clothes, in all the innumerable
forms that this simple fastening mechanism allows for.
The button has become a kind of cultural constant,
almost a natural occurrence, an ethnographic or
anthropological category like gastronomic rules. What
culture does is to construct an infinite number of sty-
listic interpretations of the constant in question. How-
ever, as Moles pointed out, at some point in the histo-
ry of "fastening clothes", the zip appeared and there
was a qualitative leap that was immediately seen in
language. A zip is usually "zipped up" rather than
"fastened", although coats are still opened at the front
and down the middle.
The appearance of the lift as a mechanical innova-
tion of vertical movement occurred naturally in the
space generated by the spiral form of staircases, i.e., the
stairwell, and not only by making use of the stairwell or
the proximity of the entrances, but also as syntactic
nearness that favoured (semantic) association, favour-
ing the interpretation of its new use. Nowadays, they
no longer have to be linked and the stairwell tends to be
taken as a secondary route.
Since ancient times, cultural creation has involved
the systematic application of naturalised rules and all
innovation has emerged from these rules being deep-
ened to the limits of their metamorphosis: no "new
order", "new method" or "new style" have sprung
from any other source than from the transformation
and expansion of its precedents.
Styfe-fess times
We must consider once again in more detail the appa-
rently natural fact that different times are identified by
the dominant cultural style. The Renaissance covered
the 15th and 16th centuries. The Baroque period went
from the 17th century until well into the 18th century.
Classicism, despite its cultural density and power,
barely took up more than half a century. The 19th cen-
tury can be rightfully considered the romantic century
from beginning to end: eclectic and historicist.
However, the 20th century was "problematic and
feverish", as it has been described in a well known
tango, a true allegory of the crisis in the thirties. The
first four decades of the 20th century witnessed the
longest and most spectacular crisis of the languages of
culture. All of the codes, styles, rhetoric of almost
every kind were questioned. The only generalised and
stable type of faith was faith in rupture and innova-
tion. The general conviction that change, invention and
originality are positive attributes in themselves is an a
priori belief characteristic of this time that is still not
over, but it has not always been like this. In fact, it had
never been like that, at least not for such a long period
of time.
The radicalism of this tendency can be seen in the
double dimension of the diachronic and synchronic
rupture: the interrupted continuity of typical elements
and the dissolution of the stylistic unit of the period.
The 20th century is born and matures as a culturally
Oedipal and technically Promethean century. Innova-
tion, experimentalism, transgression, overcoming,
death of forms are common expressions, as far as cul-
ture is concerned, with which society celebrated the
advent of a radically new period, still ignoring its char-
acteristics and unforeseen eventualities. The tendencies
were tendencies towards a change whose historical
sense was unknown.
Having lost its referent, style tends to disappear,
even as a word, and it will only survive with lots of neg-
ative connotations, such as "obsolete phenomenon",
"restricting rule of creativity", "unacceptable uniformi-
ty", "routine" "depersonalisation". It will be substitut-
ed by alternative proposals, productions that are often
uni-personal that never become generalised nor make
an impression on taste or social habits. In the environ-
ment of great art forms, production is stunted and
strained, its social consumption becomes hyper-elitist
until it practically coincides with the flock of its pro-
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ducers and epigons, as is the case of the premonitarily
called "contemporary music", that lacks any distinctive
mark besides the fact that it is current.
One feature of so-called "post-modernism" is pre-
cisely the definitive acceptance of the impossibility of a
"style of a period". Architects that understand post-
modernism as a style are really neo-modern, that is,
they have not let go of the belief and exercise of a "style
of a period", and they still support it even though the
times they are living have not quite accepted their work
as a unique and universal representation of the current
situation. The myth of linear evolution and homoge-
nous time has been severed. The mechanical concept of
"coherence", which had a certain hold on reality, is
now untenable.
And environment is a faithful reflection of this:
urban housing, weekend houses, the office, industrial
premises, shopping centres, recreation centres of one
user are included in heterogeneous stylistic paradigms.
And even so, each one of these programmes can be
legitimately assumed from very diverse design trends.
All prohibitions have become invalidated, in other
words, any belief in natural language has vanished.
One of the most significant indicators of the absence
of the style of a period can be found precisely in con-
temporary architecture, and it lies in its incapacity to
generate urban fabric. Architectural types have been
broken up or have become too diversified and, as a
result, the accumulation of individual pieces does not
form a weft.
The 20th century has not produced spontaneous
urban landscape. In order to achieve a harmonious
environment, this has to be designed as a whole. Given
that spontaneous building does not generate a worth-
while fabric, it is evident that society is lacking in sty-
listic patterns accepted as an inexcusable rule. Paradox-
ically, only the most severe socio-economic restrictions
(marginalisation) are able to homogenise, a priori,
buildings in an environment in question (huts, slums,
shacks). Economic and technological hyper-condition-
ing, which is both gregarious and uniform, is what
homogenises scales, sizes, materials and wefts. What
architectural culture (being absent) has not achieved,
has been achieved by primary economy and ergonomics
by imposing de facto standardisation. There is less
"overall style" in a wealthy neighbourhood in Bar-
celona than in a slum in Lima.
We can also see the lack of style of a period in the
scarce symbolic weight urban environments have.
Urban areas that were built in the 20th century have
not been included in the city's heritage. For example,
none of them appear in architectural itineraries. The
most recent area that is worth visiting in Barcelona is 'el
Ensanche', with its modernist buildings of the begin-
ning of the 20th century. Henceforth, there have only
been isolated symbolic units, such as singular buildings
that are intentionally monumental. The fact that (stylis-
tic) culture has been broken up and that technology has
become dispersed has prevented a harmonious urban
fabric from being created.
The modern movement, the last expression of the
Renaissance in European culture, failed soon after it
was born. It was not able to bring its projects to
fruition, except in an incidental way. Buildings became
boring soon after they were inaugurated and were
declared obsolete, in some cases even by the authors
themselves. The fact that the fifties established a differ-
ent style clearly indicates what happened with ration-
alism in the period between the World Wars. Only a
few isolated examples have survived, in some cases as
a mere hint, and in others as a useful resource in par-
tial subject matters, such as "social" architecture and
"civil works".
The fact is that "a modern spirit" in architecture
was never socially accepted except by an elite that was
generally associated with professional culture itself, and
even the social sector that formulated and put it for-
ward as an international style, rejected it before it could
flourish. There would still be a lot modern architecture
to be built, given the fact that the modern cause was
rejected was not because the model was poor or objec-
tively insufficient, but because the historical subject
itself was unstable. This concern has made permanent
innovation a real cultural product. The most valuable
cultural languages that the 20th century contributed
have been disregarded without even having had the
chance to come to fruition. In fact, the only lasting
element of this modern movement was not its ambition
to resemble the Renaissance, but its inclination towards
rupture that turned against it and annihilated it. Thus,
its universalistic wish to create a true style of a period,
implicit in the concept of "modernity", turned out to be
a failure.
The expanding socio-economic model also ended up
infecting culture from its roots; nothing can ever be
fully expressed. 20th century culture is suffering from a
kind of anorgasmia, an illness that coincides with the
pathological core of mass society and consumerism.
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Cultural acephalia and the dissolution
of the predominant style
It is impossible to imagine a time in our society in
which every cultural expression followed the same pat-
tern and that, at the same time, that pattern was homo-
geneously accepted by all of its members. Class division
alone implies fracture, and that is not the only level of
our society that is fragmented. Nevertheless, ever since
society was split into classes, the dominant class has
absorbed culture and used it as an essential means to
dominate society. The coherence and persistence of
a style is the result of the coherence and persistence of a
model of socio-cultural domination. In the history of
culture, some events have described this intimate arti-
culation with a fair amount of precision: the "style of a
period" from this approach will pose very few enigmas.
One of the most surprising peculiarities of the 20th
century is precisely the fact that this mechanism was
interrupted. We can no longer strictly refer to dominant
culture, although this sense of surprise disappears when
we discover that we cannot refer to a "dominant class",
at least in the sense this concept has acquired and pre-
served over so many centuries. Social power is no
longer in the hands of a structured social class at every
level, i.e. economic, sociological, ideological and cul-
tural levels. Thus, the term "bourgeoisie" has seemed
anachronistic since some time ago.
Social power is in the hands of a mixed group of
operators of a system that, owing to its hermetic nature,
has reached the highest possible level of automatism.
And the profits that derive from economic exploitation
and that are guaranteed owing to this automatism are
no longer "class" profits, but belong to an abstract
financial power. The personalised accumulation of cap-
ital is not the aim or motor of the system; this accumu-
lation is the subsidy of an allied caste of officials and
deposit takers. Financial capital mass has become inde-
pendent of its "owners". Because it has gone well
beyond the scale of personal and classist usufruct,
financial capital has made its owners mere administra-
tors. The concrete characteristics that are particular to
the beneficiaries (culture, ideology, origins, lifestyle) are
no longer pertinent to a system that has detached itself
and become totally independent regarding its sociolog-
ical corporeity.
Having reached this self-sufficiency, it will no longer
need either ideology or culture to survive. Thus, it
leaves these "prostheses" behind and begins to walk on
its own. Whatever its executors think or judge is now
harmless. And as it power has ceased to rely on culture,
it has forgotten all about it. Culture, in the strictest
sense of the word, has been pushed aside into the self-
managed folklore of some sectors of civil society and it
only becomes interesting from the viewpoint of power
when it becomes significant merchandise.
The evident deculturing of the actors of power is
not at all alien to this process. It has never been possi-
ble to lead society politically or economically with of
group of such culturally impoverished leaders. The
"dominant class" today is the product of a melting pot
of middle classes that have grown wealthy very rapidly
thanks to speculation, ex-officials who have climbed
several places owing to the privileges of stock options,
delinquents from a poor background who have made
money by means of marginal activities, ethnic mafias
living in a new cultures, stars of mass entertainment
who have become macro-economic realities and dynas-
tic survivors of the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie.
It is obvious that a "dominant class" of this nature
is in no state to lead society culturally, but what is more
important, it is not required to. From this viewpoint,
the fact that "style of a period" has disappeared is far
not at all mysterious.
Rupture and cultural recovery
One of the firmest tendencies within the repertoire of the
cultural avant-gardism in the 20th century is a certain
reductionist experimentalism. This experimentalism is
based on a hypothesis, a criterion that is as novel as it is
alien to what is strictly cultural. This hypothesis tends to
be analytical. It takes a principle, factor or elementary
component as a starting point and incorporates it as the
core of experimentation: event, randomness, combina-
torial analysis, feeling, metaphor or concept, provoking
the public, participation, and so forth.
In every case, itis a form of cultural slimming that,
intentionally, excludes every level that is alien to the
experiment, and takes away the depth and plurality of
the senses to bring it all together at one level, a level
assumed by the hypothesis. Therefore, there is a certain
monism in the reflection on culture that acquires, along
with experimentalism, a practical form. That impera-
tive and unquestionable need to explain life as a mere
effect of a unique driving principle will be an order of
cultural action: the hypothesis becomes a rule.
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This metalinguistic tempering in the creators them-
selves is not limited to art, but also to a large part of sci-
entific and philosophical thought. The 20h century is
the century of cultural theories that appear in anthro-
pology, linguistics, semiology and psychoanalysis. In
many cases, these theories have not only accompanied
or analysed the cultural fact, but they have also helped
more than one trend of rupture. This is the case of the
couples of psychoanalysis / surrealism or semiology /
conceptual art.
However, this type of corruption of the sense of the
cultural fact, this compulsion towards metalanguage is
not necessarily a negative sign. If we wished to obtain
the "balance" or a statement of 20th century experi-
mentalism, we could conclude that the whole set of
trends of rupture have made us think more about cul-
ture rather than pieces of work themselves have.
Abstraction, the most characteristic movement of the
20th century, which has contributed valuable works,
has carried out a much more important and much less
notorious role by revealing, like an x-ray, the harmo-
nious system which is inexorably present - even if invis-
ible - in every "figurative" piece of artwork, thus pro-
viding evidence to its "abstract" character. And, if we
add up each and every tendency, trend or movement of
rupture, we will see that as a whole, they represent the
most spectacular analytical breaking down of the cul-
tural fact. This has been the most important cultural
contribution of western society in the 20th century.
In a positive sense, this breaking down has lead to
an unprecedented strengthening of the capacity to reg-
ister and interpret all of historical heritage. It may well
be that our culture never before had such total access to
the lasting sense of each one of the steps of its own itin-
erary. The 20th century is where all of the previous cen-
turies come together and become unintelligible. Given
that the link between times and style is broken, each
historical style, at the same time, has broken free from
its corresponding period. The new end-of-century sub-
ject can see, for the first time, what is universal in every
historical experience, as all styles have become contem-
porary. The fact that we enjoy our heritage is no longer
due to nostalgia, given that time has disappeared.
And the same procedure that ruptured solidarity
between period and style also ruptured (or "loosened")
the bi-univocal link between style and community.
Closed cultural grounds tend to open up without neces-
sarily losing identity or vitality. Even if we rule out cul-
tural voyeurism - a degraded and degrading version of
trans-culturisation - there is still a space for legitimate
extrapolation of different contemporary cultures.
Endogenous and hermetic systems such as flamenco are
understood outside of their ethnic group, at least par-
tially, once their universal dimension is detected. And
this must be understood not as having conquered fla-
menco, but as an achievement of that universal non-
gypsy that the post-modern subject has become.
From the plurality of styles to the plurality
of qualities
Nevertheless, from the analytical breaking down of the
cultural fact that has demythologised it, there has been
a negative bearing, a kind of abusive relativisation that
has done away with the capacity to value anything at
all. "Anything goes" no longer implies a positive accep-
tance of eclecticism, syncretism or cultural mixture. It
simply states that "anything is acceptable". This axio-
logical disability means that the cultural subject is redu-
ced to the most absolute anomie, i.e. a purely psycholo-
gical phenomenon or a quasi-physiological process of
stimulus-response. A "style-less time" can also be
understood as a time "without a chart of values" in
which, according to the previously mentioned tango,
"everything is the same, nothing is better".
The fact that the style of a period has disappeared
may have caused and generalised the capacity to appre-
ciate and enjoy a diversity of styles, leading to a kind of
syncretism or a greater capacity of metalanguage and,
in both cases, the strengthening of the cultural subject.
But the plurality of languages has favoured a kind of
"Babel effect", a social and individual destructuring, in
other words, a crisis.
The fact that it is not possible to rely on a patron
does not only put the unity of culture at risk, but also
its quality. Thus, we could speculate on the opening
of two aspects of post-modernity: syncretism and
devaluation, stylistic plurality and the belief that
"anything goes".
The claim for quality runs the risk of being branded
as the mere survival of an elitist conception of culture.
This risk derives from the fact that the notion that "any-
thing goes" has relied on an intelligentsia dedicated to
making it legitimate. Cultured defenders of rubbish-cul-
ture have vehemently demanded supposed cultural
democratisation, thus making the mistake of identifying
popular culture with consumerism and massification.
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A generous interpretation of the well-received
Learning from Las Vegas would be to consider that it
offers a piece of good advice, which is to pay attention
to popular culture. However, over the decades, learn-
ing from Las Vegas has become synonymous of "learn-
ing from Disney world" and, in this case, one would
have to make a great effort in order to detect some-
thing that could be considered popular there, let alone
cultural.
Context adverse to rules in design
The characterisations that have been carried out allow
us to bring this reflection to an end with some conclu-
sions that directly affect design production. Both the
production and consumption of useful goods require
some regulation system to be put into effect. And if this
system reaches levels of cultural quality it is because it
has become crystallised in a stable language or style,
although nowadays it is materially impossible to take
on the whole field of design production from a homo-
genous system of rules without having to relinquish an
acceptable readjustment of diverse and dispersed requi-
rements of concrete programmes.
From the socio-cultural context, the above conclu-
sions are boosted by historical circumstances such as
the following:
• The absence and unfeasibility of a general style of a
period in the strictest sense, whether it is new or pre-
existing, and its inevitable substitution for epheme-
ral tendencies or trends or languages of restricted
property.
• The advance of the deculturing process (massifica-
tion, consumerism, the society of show business)
that forces design to consider the dominating or
prior extra-cultural requirements.
• The heterogeneity of design subjects that cover
demands at very different levels of complexity and
that combine a varied combination of requirements
and priorities.
• The heterogeneity of the contexts of production and
consumption of design goods: sociological, cultural,
political, technological, economic and so on.
Thus, the thematic, social and regional expansion of
design has done away with any possibility of there
being a unique style, a possibility that the crisis of
cultural languages in highly industrial societies had
already cast doubt upon.
In the socio-cultural and technical scene that has
been described, if design sticks to a unitary line of con-
duct, it would become a true archaism. If a coherent
design language of great cultural quality were reached,
this language would never be extrapolated beyond the
field in which it has been developed.
A "unilingual" design activity is only applicable in a
socio-productive and commercial environment that is
specific and homogenous. This coherence is valid and
has a number of examples in reality, but it can only be
used legitimately by designers whose prestige or super-
specialisation has guaranteed that they will have a
"captive market" and they can relinquish leaving it.
The fact that it is not possible to prescribe one sole
line of conduct in such a heterogeneous context is the
same as saying that there is more than one valid profes-
sional profile, with the only restriction that each of
them will belong to their respective socio-cultural field.
And even in more mature markets, that is, markets with
the qualitative capacity of design demand - diversity is
inevitable.
In any case, the proper attitude seems to be the one
which gives utmost priority to the programme and con-
siders that it contains all the determining factors of the
project, not only the "subject" in question, but also its
peculiar stylistic requirements. In other words, it aims
to reach a level of a sort of "metadesign".
A rule above all rules
Whoever aims to become part of such a productive and
heterogeneous scene without giving in to its various
demands and at the same time guaranteeing a high level
of adjustment to the peculiarities of each one will have
to develop a strategy of technical-cultural and profes-
sional training characterised by overcoming the belief in
the universality of a particular system of syntactic and
morphological rules and the validity of imposing it, a
priori, upon every design subject. By the same token,
this attitude will imply the acceptance and understan-
ding of the cultural validity of any language that has
been expressed historically, even those that are alien to
the world of design, as well as acceding to the deep and
ideal command of its rules.
The repertoire of languages or historic styles,
including those that were developed in the 20th century,
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provide resources that are more than sufficient to
resolve any design programme efficiently. Any produc-
tion that takes place outside these languages has two
possible explanations:
• It may be the birth of a new language, the result of
an extraordinary cultural talent that has overcome
the structural determining factors that inhibit this
kind of development;
• Or it may be due to an emergence in bad taste, a
result of the pressures of the market of extravagance
or the avant-garde flightiness of the author.
The development of creative capacity can only occur
when we look in depth at the command of these lan-
guages and not when we try to start from scratch. This
command will also allow us to channel the most vulgar
of demands in a cultured way, being able to fulfil their
aims by means of quality pieces. In this way, a designer
will not be reflecting merely personal aspirations or cul-
tural affiliation that are alien to the market, but will be
carrying out his strict professional function. The eternal
problem of finding a quality answer to an uncultured
request is solved, to a great extent, by means of enriching
the designer's resources: the greater the variety of rheto-
ric, the less risk there is failing in the attempt to do so.
Any learning about design that avoids the knowl-
edge applied to these languages will only be able to
reproduce them imperfectly. The designer will generate
low-quality hybrids, his products will be well below the
standards set by mature languages, given that false
innovation is created upon emptiness, it rejects avail-
able cultural resources and remains behind what it has
rejected. True innovation optimises codes and manages
to transgress them wisely. Whatever the case, it is nec-
essary to master them, i.e. be fully familiar with them
and know how to put them into practise.
This line of conduct and professional and cultural
training gives way to a radical change in procedures,
models and technical profiles in design: the designer no
longer selects models, but languages. His contribution
will no longer be bogged down by the mere formal
manipulation of the object, but rather it will go back to
the previous option by a rhetorical strategy. His cre-
ativity does not lie in the originality of the form, but in
the suitability of the language. This new approach may
well be the most consistent with current historical cir-
cumstances and it may be the one that gives rise to a
real style of a period from its negation.
Without a doubt, the training required to take on
this way of acting goes beyond the predominant pro-
grammes in design and architecture schools. Further-
more, there is no doubt that it will demand an attitude
that is radically different to the classic creative one.
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